[Polypharmacy in psychiatric patients as an alternative to limited mental health resources].
Polypharmacy with psychoactive drugs is an increasingly common and debatable contemporary practice in clinical psychiatry more probably based on experience than evidence. The objective of this study was to evaluate the prevalence and estimators of polypharmacy in psychiatric patients living in an area with very limited mental health resources. All patients (n = 352) with mental disorders receiving psychotropic medication living in La Gomera were studied through an audit of case records and a second phase confirmation strategy through personal interviews. The mean number of psychoactive drugs prescribed was 2.22 +/- 0.70 (range: 1-6). The rate of polypharmacy was 67 %, with 34.1 % of patients receiving two drugs, 20.5 % receiving three drugs and 12.5 % of the patients receiving four or more psychotropic drugs at the same time. Multiple regression analysis shows that none of the variables considered (age, sex, marital status, educational level, work activity and diagnosis) had predictive value in regards to the number of psychotropic drug used. Benzodiazepines were the most prevalent drugs in single drug therapy, while antidepressants and antipsychotics were the most used in combination with other treatment. A questionably very high degree of same-class polypharmacy was observed, while multiclass, adjunctive and augmentation polypharmacy seems to be more appropriate. The psychiatric clinical practice needs to develop indicators for an appropriate polypharmacy of mental disorders. More research is still needed to identify patients at risk of polypharmacy in order to develop interventions that minimize the risks associated to this treatment alternative.